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Do high levels of neuroticism predict intimate partner violence (IPV)? Although 
neuroticism may predispose partners to increased risks of IPV perpetration, the extent to 
which it predicts such perpetration is likely to depend on the broader context of the 
relationship. Consistent with this prediction, the current longitudinal study of 169 
community couples revealed that the effects of neuroticism on IPV perpetration over the 
first four years of marriage were moderated by observations of problem-solving behavior 
and objective ratings of chronic stress. Specifically, although husbands and wives who 
scored higher on a measure of neuroticism at the outset of marriage engaged in more IPV 
throughout the marriage on average, those who possessed more effective problem-solving 
skills or experienced lower levels of stress were significantly less like to engage in IPV. 
Results highlight the importance of considering the broader relationship context when 
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Neuroticism, Marital Violence, and/   1 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND RESEARCH 
Understanding the incidence of intimate partner violence (IPV) is one of the most 
pressing challenges facing romantic relationship researchers today. Specifically, recent 
estimates indicate that as many as 20% of couples in the United States will experience 
IPV in a given year (Schafer, Caetano, & Clark, 1998), suggesting that one of the more 
destructive behaviors perpetrated in relationships occurs in a rather large proportion of 
couples. Accordingly, research providing insights into what leads to such high levels of 
IPV could lead to important practical benefits, such as more effective prevention efforts.  
But understanding the incidence of IPV is also one of the most puzzling 
challenges facing romantic relationship researchers today. Specifically, IPV does not 
appear to be unique to unhappy relationships. Rather, even couples in satisfying 
relationships report experiencing relationship violence (e.g., Capaldi & Crosby, 1997; 
Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, Byrne & Karney 1997; Gray & Foshee 1997). In fact, rates of 
IPV may be highest among some of the most satisfying relationships, new marriages 
(Frye & Karney, 2006; Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001, 2007; O’Leary et al., 1989), where 
as many as 57% of couples have reported experiencing violence. Accordingly, research 
providing insight into the sources of these destructive yet prevalent behaviors would have 
important theoretical benefits as well.  
Why do some partners perpetrate violence against their loved ones? One valuable 
step in answering this question has been to identify dispositional qualities common 
among perpetrators (e.g., Dutton, 1994; Dutton & Starzomski, 1993; Gondolf, 1999; 
Hart, Dutton, & Newlove, 1993; Leonard, 1993; Murphy & O’Farrell, 1996; Senchak & 
Leonard, 1992; for review, see Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). Indeed, some studies 
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have accounted for over half of the variance in IPV perpetration using aspects of the 
perpetrator’s personality (e.g., Dutton, 1994; Dutton & Starzomski, 1993; Gondolf, 1999; 
Hart, Dutton, & Newlove, 1993). Hart et al. (1993), for instance, noted that as many as 
80% of men drawn from a violence intervention program met criteria for one or more 
clinical personality disorders.  
Yet, a more complete understanding of the role of dispositional qualities in IPV 
perpetration has been limited by two shortcomings of this body of work. First, the 
majority of this research has examined the association between personality and IPV 
among individuals drawn from clinical settings. Although such research has provided 
valuable insights into the dispositional predictors of the violence unique to such 
specialized samples, numerous investigators (e.g., Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; 
M. P. Johnson, 1995; Margolin et al., 1988) have noted important distinctions between 
the motivations for the violence perpetrated by clinical batterers and the motivations for 
violence perpetrated by couples drawn from the broader community, what M. P. Johnson 
(1995) referred to as “common couple violence.” Accordingly, understanding the 
dispositional risk factors that put the average couple at risk for experiencing IPV requires 
examining links between personality and IPV among community couples. Second, 
possibly because prior work on the dispositional predictors of IPV has relied so heavily 
on clinical samples, it has focused primarily on the role played by clinical personality 
disorders in predicting IPV (e.g., Borderline Personality Disorder, Antisocial Personality 
Disorder; for review, see Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). Yet, given the high 
incidence of IPV noted earlier, and the much lower incidence of personality disorders, a 
more complete understanding of the dispositional predictors of violence among 
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community couples requires examining more fundamental aspects of personality that are 
more normally distributed throughout the population. 
The overarching goal of the current study was to examine the extent to which one 
of the fundamental traits of the Five Factor model of personality, neuroticism – defined 
as a trait-like propensity towards negative emotionality (Costa & McCrae, 1992), can 
account for incidence of IPV in a sample of community couples. To this end, the 
remainder of this introduction is divided into three sections. The first outlines previous 
research suggesting that neuroticism is likely to be associated with higher prevalences of 
IPV perpetration. The second highlights the importance of contextual models of IPV 
(e.g., Leonard, 1993) to understanding the role of personality in predicting IPV, noting 
the possibility that two contextual variables, problem-solving skills and levels of chronic 
stress, may moderate the effects of neuroticism on IPV. Finally, the third section 
describes the current longitudinal study of 169 newly-married couples drawn from the 
community that tests the extent to which neuroticism interacts with observed problem-
solving behavior and objectively-rated stress to predict mean levels of IPV over the first 
four years of 169 community marriages.  
Neuroticism and IPV 
Describing the dispositional make-up of interpersonally violent individuals could 
have important theoretical benefits. Specifically, knowing which personality traits are 
distally associated with relationship violence can provide insight into the proximal 
variables (e.g., motivations, emotions, perceptions) responsible for such links. Yet, given 
that the majority of prior research on personality and IPV has focused on the role played 
by rather rare personality disorders, key mechanisms likely to be more prevalent in the 
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general population may have been overlooked by prior research. By contrast, given the 
great extent to which the five factor model describes the general population (McCrae & 
Costa, 1997), identifying links between neuroticism and IPV in community couples 
would suggest more common mechanisms of IPV.  
There are several reasons to expect greater levels of neuroticism to lead to greater 
levels of IPV. First, neuroticism has been strongly linked with various negative 
relationship outcomes in prior research (for review, see Karney & Bradbury, 1995), such 
as relationship dissatisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 1997), sexual dissatisfaction (e.g., 
Fisher & McNulty, in press), and divorce (Kelly & Conley, 1987). Given this general 
link, it is likely that neuroticism is associated with various negative interpersonal 
processes, one of which may be IPV. Second, neuroticism is positively associated with 
several of the dispositional qualities already linked to IPV. For example, Costa and 
McCrae (1990) reported positive associations between neuroticism and both Antisocial 
Personality Disorder and Borderline Personality Disorder, each of which has been linked 
to IPV in several studies (Field, Caetano, & Nelson, 2004; Hamberger & Hastings, 1991; 
Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000; Taft et al., 2004). Perhaps qualities common to these 
disorders and neuroticism, such as low levels of empathy (e.g., Miller & Eisenberg, 
1988), high levels of anxiety (e.g., Enns & Cox, 1997), and/or the inability to regulate 
negative emotions (e.g., Morossanova, 2003), leads individuals high in neuroticism to 
engage in IPV.  
In sum, there is evidence that neuroticism should predict increased incidence of 
IPV perpetration. Demonstrating such a link would help provide insight into the specific 
mechanisms of IPV. Nevertheless, research investigating the role of personality in 
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accounting for IPV has overlooked the likely role played by fundamental traits such as 
neuroticism, attending instead to the role played by clinical personality disorders. 
Accordingly, the first aim of the current study was to test the prediction that neuroticism 
would be associated with higher levels of violence over the first few years of marriage. 
Neuroticism and IPV in Context 
Though the link between neuroticism and IPV seems likely, recent theories of 
personality note that the links between personality and behavior depend on the particular 
context in which the behavior is exhibited (e.g., Mischel & Shoda, 1995). Relationship 
researchers generally (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1988; Karney & Bradbury, 1995), and 
IPV researchers specifically (e.g., Grekin, Sher, & Larkins, 2004; Leonard, 1993), have 
taken a similar position on the role of dispositional factors in predicting the processes and 
outcomes of intimate relationships, noting that the effects of distal qualities on 
interpersonal outcomes depend on presence or absence of other distal and proximal 
qualities. For example, Leonard (1993) states “Aggression generally, and marital 
aggression more specifically, probably has a number of different causal antecedents with 
few, if any of these, acting as necessary or sufficient to produce the behavior. Instead, 
marital aggression is better viewed as arising from a confluence of individual, 
interpersonal, and situational/contextual factors acting in probabilistic fashion” (p.255). 
In other words, more contextual models predict that the effects of neuroticism on IPV 
should not be immutable, but instead should vary depending on other intrapersonal or 
interpersonal factors. 
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Neuroticism and Problem-Solving Skills  
According to Bogard (1998), one of the most common reasons that batterers give 
for being violent towards their partners is that they feel they have no other way to handle 
conflicts that arise in the relationship. Consistent with this idea, one line of research has 
implicated deficits in problem-solving skills as a predictor of aggression (Gordis, 
Margolin, & Vickerman, 2005; Holtzworth-Munroe & Anglin, 1991; Lochman & Dodge, 
1994; Margolin, John, & Gleberman, 1988; Schumacher, Slep, & Heyman, 2001). 
Indeed, numerous studies have used observational data to investigate the relationship 
between intimates’ abilities to resolve their problems verbally and their tendencies to 
perpetrate IPV (Berns, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1999; Burman, John, & Margolin, 1992; 
Cordova, Jacobson, Gottman, Rushe, & Cox, 1993; Holtzworth-Munroe, Smutzler, & 
Stuart, 1998; Jacobson, Gottman, Waltz, Rushe, Babcock, & Holtzworth-Munroe, 1994; 
Margolin, John, & Gleberman, 1988; Smith, Vivian, & O'Leary, 1991), invariably noting 
that partners who lack such skills are more likely to engage in IPV.   
Lacking the ability to resolve problems should not lead to higher levels of IPV for 
everyone, however. Rather, as also suggested by contextual models of IPV (e.g., Leonard, 
1993), there are likely to be particular people for whom the inability to resolve conflicts is 
likely to lead to IPV perpetration. Given the likely role of neuroticism in predicting 
interpersonal violence, it may be that people high in neuroticism are those for whom the ability 
to resolve conflicts is particularly problematic. Thus, the second aim of the current study was to 
test the hypothesis that problem-solving skills moderate the effects of neuroticism on 
aggression, such that neuroticism predicts IPV more strongly among intimates who lack 
problem-solving skills than among intimates who possess such skills.  
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Neuroticism and Stress 
Problem-solving behavior is not the only variable likely to moderate the effects of 
personality on violence. Rather, contextual models suggest that a number of factors inside 
and outside the relationship should moderate the effects of neuroticism on IPV. One 
factor that plays a particularly prominent role in such theories is stress (Bradbury & 
Fincham, 1991; Leonard, 1993; Hill, 1949; Karney & Bradbury, 1995). In fact, both 
Karney and Bradbury’s (1995) stress-vulnerability-adaptation model and Leonard’s 
(1993) contextual model of IPV specifically note that stress should moderate the effects 
of stable qualities of the person on specific relationship processes like violence. 
Nevertheless, although numerous studies have demonstrated direct links between stress 
and IPV (e.g., Frye & Karney, 2006; MacEwen & Barling, 1988; Cano & Vivian, 2003), 
a more indirect role of stress in moderating the effects of stable dispositional traits on 
IPV has not been tested directly. The third aim of the current study was to test the 
hypothesis that stress moderates the effects of neuroticism on IPV, such that neuroticism 
predicts IPV more strongly among intimates experiencing high levels of chronic stress 
than among intimates experiencing less stress.  
Neuroticism, Problem-Solving Skills, and Stress  
Perhaps the three-way interaction among neuroticism, problem-solving behavior, 
and stress provides the best description of the role of neuroticism in predicting IPV. That 
is, as implied by contextual models, it is likely that people high in neuroticism are not at 
increased risk merely when they lack problem-solving skills, or merely when they are 
under stress. Rather it may be that their dispositional tendencies, their lack of skills, and 
their stressful experiences all interact to predict IPV. Therefore, the fourth and final aim 
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of the current study was to test the prediction that neuroticism would be most strongly 
associated with IPV among partners who lacked problem solving skills and experienced 
higher levels of stress.   
Overview and Predictions for the Current Study  
The overarching goal of the present longitudinal study was to examine the 
associations among neuroticism, observed problem-solving behavior, objectively-rated 
stress, and the IPV perpetration self-reported over the first four years of 169 community 
marriages. Community newlyweds were a fitting population in which to investigate these 
issues for at least three reasons. First, couples have been shown to report relatively high 
levels of IPV during the early years of marriage (e.g., O’Leary et al., 1989), allowing us 
to investigate the predictors of IPV at a time when IPV is particularly likely to occur. 
Second, compared to more clinical, batterer populations, community couples are likely to 
demonstrate greater levels of variability in terms of the independent variables examined 
here. Third, given that women in community couples report engaging in violence at least 
as much as men (Straus & Ramirez, 2007; for reviews, see Archer, 2000 and Hines & 
Malley-Morrison, 2001), assessing community couples allowed us to examine the role of 
personality and contextual variables in predicting women’s aggression as well as men’s.  
At Time 1, each spouse first completed questionnaires assessing neuroticism, own 
use of physical violence during the past year, and satisfaction with the marriage. Next, 
husbands and wives were interviewed separately regarding their levels of chronic stress. 
Finally, couples were reunited to participate in two ten-minute videotaped problem-
solving interactions. Given that common couple violence may occur sporadically 
throughout a relationship, we subsequently assessed violence every six months for four 
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years to obtain the most comprehensive estimate of the violence that occurred in these 
marriages. Also, given that spouses’ satisfaction with their marriages may be associated 
with both IPV and the independent variables investigated here, marital satisfaction was 
assessed every six months and its association with IPV was examined as a potential 
covariate.  
We predicted that: (H1) high neuroticism would be positively associated with 
mean levels of IPV perpetrated over the four years of these marriages;  (H2) this effect of 
neuroticism on mean levels of IPV would be moderated by problem-solving skills, such 
that neuroticism would be most strongly associated with IPV among partners who 
demonstrated more negative and less positive problem-solving skills; (H3) the effects of 
neuroticism on mean levels of IPV would also be moderated by levels of chronic stress, 
such that neuroticism would be most strongly associated with IPV among partners 
experiencing greater levels of stress; and (H4) the 3-way interaction among neuroticism, 
problem-solving skills, and stress would account for mean levels of IPV perpetration over 
four years, indicating that neuroticism is most strongly associated with IPV among 
couples high in neuroticism who lack problem-solving skills and experience high levels 
of stress.    
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METHOD 
Participants 
As part of a larger study of newlywed development, the 169 couples participating 
in this study were recruited using two methods. The first method was to place 
advertisements in community newspapers and bridal shops, offering payment to couples 
participating in a study of newlyweds. The second was to send invitations to eligible 
couples who had completed marriage license applications in counties near study 
locations. Couples responding to either method of solicitation were screened in a 
telephone interview to determine whether they met the following criteria: (a) this was the 
first marriage for each partner, (b) the couple had been married less than 6 months, (c) 
each partner was at least 18 years of age, (d) each partner spoke English and had 
completed at least 10 years of education (to ensure comprehension of the questionnaires), 
and, as part of larger aims of the study, that (e) couples not have children and (f) wives 
not be older than 35 (to allow the high probability that couples be capable of conceiving 
children over the course of the study).  
On average, husbands were 25.6 years (SD = 4.1) old and had received 16.3 years 
(SD = 2.4) of education. Fifty-nine percent were employed full time, and 34% were full-
time students. On average, wives were 23.4 years (SD = 3.6) old and had received 16.2 
(SD = 2.0) years of education. Forty-five percent were employed full time, and 45% were 
full-time students. Slightly over 65% of the sample was Christian, and 94% of husbands 
and 86% of wives were White.  
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Procedure 
Before their session, participants were mailed a packet of questionnaires to 
complete at home and bring with them to their appointment. This packet included a 
consent form approved by the local IRB, self-report measures of neuroticism, relationship 
violence, marital satisfaction, and a letter instructing couples to complete all 
questionnaires without consulting one another. As part of the laboratory session, spouses 
were separately interviewed regarding their levels of chronic stress and then participated 
in two problem-solving discussions designed to assess their verbal problem-solving 
skills. Specifically, both spouses identified their own area of difficulty in the marriage 
and then participated in two 10-minute videotaped discussions, one for each topic, in 
which they were left alone to “work towards some resolution or agreement.” The order of 
the two interactions was determined through a coin flip. Couples were paid $70 for 
participating in this phase of the study.  
At approximately six-month intervals subsequent to the initial assessment, 
couples were recontacted by phone and again mailed a packet of questionnaires, one of 
which was the same questionnaire used to assess violence at Time 1 and another of which 
was the same questionnaire used to assess marital satisfaction as Time 1, postage-paid 
return envelopes, and a letter of instruction reminding couples to complete forms 
independently of one another. This procedure was used at all follow-up procedures 
except Time 5 which was a laboratory session resembling Time 1. After completing each 
phase, couples were mailed a payment check ($40-$50). Data from all follow-ups are 
analyzed here. Thus, analyses attempt to predict the mean levels of violence that occurred 
over the first four years of these marriages. 
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Measures 
Intimate Partner Violence. At Time 1, and at every six-month follow-up, 
participants were presented with the eight aggressive behaviors from the Conflict Tactics 
Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979), [(1) threw something at spouse, (2) pushed, grabbed, or 
shoved spouse, (3) slapped spouse, (4) kicked, bit or hit spouse with a fist, (5) hit or tried 
to hit spouse with something, (6) beat up spouse, (7) threatened to use a knife or gun, (8) 
used a knife or gun], and asked to report how frequently they had engaged in each over 
the past year, on a four-point scale from 0 (never) to 3 (more than twice). Scale scores at 
each assessment could range from 0 (the spouse did not engaged in any of the behaviors) 
to 24 (the spouse had engaged in each of the behaviors more than twice in the past year). 
Though reports of one type of physical aggression (e.g., threw something at spouse) do 
not necessary imply high reports of another type of physical aggression (e.g., using a 
knife or gun), internal consistency was high across all assessments used here (husbands’ 
coefficient alpha ranged from .72 at Time 3 to .96 at Time 7; wives’ coefficient alpha 
ranged from .70 at Time 5 to .95 at Time 7).  
Neuroticism. Neuroticism was measured using the neuroticism subscale of the Big 
Five Personality Inventory (BFPI; Goldberg, 1999). This instrument consists of 10 
statements with which the participant indicates extent of agreement or disagreement on a 
five-point scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Participants’ 
responses to items were summed to create a scale from 10 to 50 with higher scores 
indicating a greater degree of the neuroticism. Internal consistency was high (for 
husbands, coefficient alpha = .91; for wives, coefficient alpha = .86).  
Problem-Solving Skills. The problem-solving skills of each partner were estimated 
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at baseline by coding each speaking turn from the videotaped problem-solving 
discussions using a modified version of the Verbal Tactics Coding Scheme (VTCS; 
Sillars, Coletti, Parry, & Rogers, 1982). A speaker received a Positive code for speaking 
turns that furthered the resolution of the conflict. A speaker received a Negative code for 
speaking turns that either directly faulted, rejected, or criticized the partner, or indirectly 
criticized the partner through presumptive attributions, avoiding responsibility, or hostile 
questions. A total proportion of negative behavior and a total proportion of positive 
behavior exhibited by each spouse was computed for each conversation by dividing the 
number of codes for a spouse in a given conversation by the total number of speaking 
turns for that spouse in that conversation. Given that our hypotheses did not distinguish 
between partner’s topics, we averaged across conversations to form two indices of 
problem-solving skills for each spouse: a proportion of negative behavior and a 
proportion of positive behavior.  
To determine the reliability of our coding, 25% were randomly chosen to be 
coded by a second rater, and agreement between coders was assessed by calculating intra-
class correlation coefficients (ICC) between the proportions of speaking turns coded as 
positive and negative by each coder. Reliability appeared to be adequate (ICC for 
Positive = .82, ICC for Negative =.89). 
Due to technical difficulties, 27 (8%) of the 338 conversations were not coded. 
Nevertheless, because the indices of negative and positive behavior were calculated by 
averaging across both conversations from each couple, and because codes from both 
conversations were missing from only 8 couples, behavioral data were available for 161 
(95%) of the 169 couples. The interactions that could not be coded were randomly 
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distributed across all interactions, suggesting no systematic bias in the types of 
interactions that could not be coded. Indeed, couples missing behavioral data did not 
differ on the variables of interest.   
Observations of Chronic Stress. During their laboratory visit at Time 1, one 
member of a small group of trained raters interviewed each spouse individually to assess 
that spouse’s external stress using a modification of a protocol developed by Hammen et 
al. (1987) in which interviewers prompted spouses to talk about their ongoing 
experiences in twelve life domains: the marital relationship, relationships with family, 
relationships with in-laws, relationships with friends, experiences at school, experiences 
at work, experiences as a homemaker, unemployment, finances, living conditions, own 
health, and spouse's health. Specifically, interviewers followed a specific list of questions 
designed to identify any ongoing stressors that spouses had been experiencing in each 
domain during the past six months (e.g., “Have you been able to pay all your bills?” “Do 
you have any ongoing health problems?”), and then probed for concrete indicators of the 
amount of stress caused by any ongoing stressors that were identified. After completing 
questions for each domain, interviewers rated spouses’ experiences within that domain on 
a 9-point scale (1 = exceptionally positive circumstances and 9 = exceptionally stressful 
circumstances). The interview was structured such that spouses were asked about their 
marriage first, then the other domains. This ordering of questions was chosen in order to 
encourage spouses to separate their marital stress from their stress in the other domains 
(e.g., Strack, Martin, & Schwarz, 1988). To eliminate the influence of potential dyadic 
sources of IPV, of the twelve domains included on the original measure, we selected only 
those domains that are representative of stress occurring outside the marriage to be 
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included in the final composite score (i.e., for this study, ratings of stress in the marital 
relationship were omitted from analyses).  
To determine the reliability of the coding, 34% of the recorded interviews were 
randomly chosen to be coded by a second rater, and agreement between coders was 
assessed by calculating intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC) between the averages of 
the ratings provided by each rater. Reliability appeared to be adequate (ICC for husbands 
= .87, ICC for wives =.90). 
Marital Satisfaction. Given that global sentiments toward the relationship could 
be associated with relationship violence and thus account for any associations that might 
emerge, global marital satisfaction was measured as a potential control with the Quality 
Marriage Index (QMI; Norton, 1983). The QMI is a six-item scale asking spouses to 
report the extent to which they agree or disagree with general statements about their 
marriage (e.g., “We have a good marriage” and “My relationship with my partner makes 
me happy”). Five items ask spouses to respond according to a 7-point scale whereas one 
item asks spouses to respond according to a 10-point scale, yielding scores from 6 to 45. 
High scores reflect more positive satisfaction with the relationship. Internal consistency 
of this measure was high. (Across all eight assessments, coefficient alpha was at least .92 
for husbands and .93 for wives.)  
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RESULTS 
Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 
Descriptive statistics for the independent variables examined here are reported in 
Table 11. As would be expected from a sample of newlyweds, husbands and wives were 
observed as exchanging low rates of negative behaviors and higher rates of positive 
behaviors during their problem-solving discussions. In fact, on average, husbands and 
wives engaged in more positive than negative behaviors (for husbands, t(161) = 12.0, p < 
001; for wives, t(161) = 14.1, p < .001). Likewise, husbands and wives were observed as 
experiencing relatively low levels of stress outside their marriages, with the average for 
both partners falling well below the midpoint of 5. Finally, consistent with the idea that 
neuroticism should demonstrate substantial variability in the general population (McCrae 
& Costa, 1997), both husbands and wives demonstrated substantial standard deviations in 
neuroticism, though husbands reported significantly lower mean scores overall, t(168) = -
8.3, p < .001.  
 Correlations among the independent variables are reported in Table 2. Not 
surprisingly, the use of positive and negative behaviors was significantly negatively 
correlated among both husbands and wives, such that spouses who tended to demonstrate 
more positive behaviors also tended to demonstrate fewer negative behaviors and vice 
versa. Nevertheless, the majority of the variance in these two variables was unshared. 
Correlations between stress and negative behavior were positive and significant among 
both husbands and wives, though the majority of the variance in these two variables was 
unshared, as well. Correlations between stress and positive behavior, in contrast, did not 
                                                 
1 All tables and figures appear in the Appendix. 
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reach significance, suggesting that the levels of positive behaviors exchanged during the 
problem-solving discussion were unrelated to levels of stress outside the marriage. 
Neuroticism was positively associated with stress for both husbands and wives, and 
positively associated with negative behavior for wives. Finally, all cross-spouse 
correlations were significant and positive, except for correlations between husbands’ and 
wives’ neuroticism scores, indicating that husbands and wives exchanged similar levels 
of positive and negative behavior and shared similar levels of stress, but did not report 
similar levels of neuroticism. In general, all variables appeared to be performing as 
expected.  
The proportions of husbands and wives who reported perpetrating at least one act 
of aggression at each wave of data collection, χ2 statistics that test for gender differences 
in those reports, mean levels of marital satisfaction reported at each wave of data 
collection, and paired sample t-statistics that test for gender differences in those reports 
are reported in Table 3. As the χ2 statistics in the top half of the table reveal, more wives 
than husbands reported perpetrating at least one act of aggression at every time point, 
with the exception of Time 8. This gender difference is consistent with what has been 
documented in prior research (for a review, see Archer, 2000). Also consistent with prior 
research (O’Leary et al., 1989), the proportion of partners reporting aggression appeared 
to decrease over the four years of these marriages, particularly wives. Indeed, growth 
curve analyses (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1987) revealed that wives reported fewer acts of 
aggression as these marriages grew older, t(160) = -3.24, p < .01; husbands’ reports of 
aggression, in contrast, did not change over time, t(160) = -0.14, ns. With respect to 
marital satisfaction, as the t-statistics in the bottom half of the Table 3 reveal, husbands 
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were occasionally less satisfied with their marriages than were their wives, although the 
consistency of these effects did not match the consistency of the gender differences 
observed in reports of aggression. Finally, also consistent with prior research (e.g., 
Karney & Bradbury, 1997; McNulty & Karney, 2004), marital satisfaction appeared to 
decline over time for both partners.  Indeed, growth curve analyses revealed that marital 
satisfaction declined significantly over the four years of these marriages among both 
husbands, t(168) = -5.59, p < .001, and wives, t(168) = -5.04, p < .001. [Footnote 1].  
Incidence Rates 
Table 4 provides the incidence of aggression reported across the four years of the 
study, presented both in terms of spouses’ total scores on the CTS and in terms of each 
act contained on the CTS, as well as χ2statistics that test for gender differences in these 
reports. Most notably, as revealed in the top row of the table, a rather substantial number 
of these husbands and wives reported perpetrating at least one act of aggression over the 
course of the study. In fact, at least one member of 45% of these couples reported 
perpetrating at least one act of physical aggression over these 4 years. Although 
alarmingly high, these numbers are comparable to those documented in other studies of 
IPV within newlyweds (e.g., Frye & Karney, 2006; Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001, 2007; 
O’Leary et al., 1989). Also notable, husbands and wives who perpetrated aggression 
demonstrated similar trends in the types of aggression they used. That is, both husbands 
and wives were most likely to push, grab, or shove their partners and least likely to 
engage in more severe forms of aggression such as using or threatening to use a knife or 
gun. Finally, consistent with what was reported above regarding the gender differences in 
reports of aggression at each wave of data collection, wives appeared more likely than 
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husbands to use all but the most severe forms of aggression over the course of the study.  
Retention Rates and Mean Levels of Aggression 
Although identifying whether or not spouses were aggressive provides valuable 
information about the incidence of aggression, these simple categorizations overlook 
important information, such as how many acts of aggression were perpetrated by those 
who were aggressive. Given that we wanted to account for not only whether or not 
spouses perpetrated aggression over the four years of these marriages, but also for how 
much aggression they perpetrated, our analyses examined the average levels of 
aggression reported by these spouses. [Footnote 2] Of the 169 couples, 169 husbands and 
169 wives providing at least one CTS report, 161 husbands and 160 wives providing at 
least two CTS reports, 155 husbands and 154 wives providing at least three CTS reports, 
145 husbands and 144 wives providing at least four CTS reports, 134 husbands and 131 
wives providing at least five CTS reports, 119 husbands and 118 wives providing at least 
six CTS reports, 104 husbands and 100 wives providing at least seven CTS reports, and 
70 husbands and 70 wives provided all eight CTS reports. Spouses who reported on at 
least half the occasions (for husbands, n = 144; for wives n = 145) did not report different 
levels of aggression than spouses who reported on less than half the occasions. 
Average levels of aggression were estimated through the following level-1 
equation of a multilevel model, where the statistical non-independence of husbands’ and 
wives’ data was controlled by estimating husbands and wives’ parameters simultaneously 
through a procedure described by Raudenbush, Brennan, & Barnett, 1995), CTS scores 
were log transformed to help normalize the skewed distribution due to the high number of 
participants who reported perpetrating no aggression, as is typical in CTS reports, and 
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robust standard errors were used to compute all inferential statistics, in case the 
transformations failed to completely normalize the data (Chou, Bentler, & Satorra, 1991): 
Yji (logCTS Scores) =  
π1ji (Dummy code for husbands) + π2ji (Dummy code for wives) + eji  
[Equation 1a] 
Accordingly, Yji is the log transformed CTS score of individual j at time i, π1ji estimates 
the average transformed CTS score of husband j across the four years; π2ji estimates the 
average transformed CTS score of wife j across the four years; and eji is the residual 
variance in repeated measurements of CTS for individual j. For husbands, M = 0.91 (SD 
= 0.03); for wives, M = 0.93 (SD = 0.06). Although these mean levels of aggression do 
not reveal particularly high rates of aggression, significant chi-square tests of the 
between-subjects variance in these estimates indicate that these means varied 
significantly across both husbands, χ2(168) = 599.21, p < .001, and wives, χ2(168) = 
2167.83, p < .001. That is, some husbands were significantly more aggressive across the 
four years than other husbands and some wives were significantly more aggressive across 
the four years than other wives. The hypotheses to be examined here predict that these 
between-subjects differences can be understood by neuroticism, problem-solving 
behavior, and stress. 
Was aggression associated with marital satisfaction? 
Before addressing these primary hypotheses, however, analyses examined the 
extent to which changes in IPV were associated with changes in marital satisfaction, an 
association that, if significant, would suggest the need to control for marital satisfaction 
in the primary analyses. To address this issue, the within-person association between 
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reports of aggression and reports of satisfaction were estimated through the following 
level-1 equation of a multilevel model where each spouse’s person-centered marital 
satisfaction scores were added to equation 1a as time-varying covariates, yielding the 
following model:  
Yji (CTS Scores) = π1ji (Dummy code for husbands) + π2ji (Dummy code for wives) +   
π3ji (Husbands’ Satisfaction) + π4ji (Wives’ Satisfaction) + eji 
[Equation 1b] 
Accordingly, π3ji captures the covariance between variability in CTS scores and 
variability in marital satisfaction across time for husband j; π4ji captures the covariance 
between variability in CTS scores and variability in marital satisfaction across time for 
wife j and eji is the residual variance in repeated measurements of CTS for individual j. 
Unlike typical between-subject estimates of the association between satisfaction and 
aggression, the scores produced by this analysis estimate the extent to which variations in 
each spouse’s own marital satisfaction over time were associated with variations in that 
spouse’s own IPV perpetration over time. Notably, this analysis revealed that satisfaction 
and IPV were unrelated for both husbands, π = -1.10-4, SD = 2.47-3, t(168)= -0.32, p = ns, 
and wives, π = 0.14 -4, SD = 1.47-3, t(168) = 0.04, p = ns. That is, husbands and wives did 
not report higher or lower levels of aggression at times in the relationship that they 
reported higher or lower levels of marital satisfaction. Though somewhat surprising, 
similar findings have been reported elsewhere (e.g., Capaldi & Crosby, 1997; Fincham et 
al., 1997; Gray & Foshee 1997). Given that marital satisfaction was unrelated to IPV, it 
was dropped from the level 1 model and equation 1a was used in the primary analyses:   
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Does neuroticism predict mean aggression?  
The first aim of the current study was to examine whether each partner’s own 
neuroticism accounted for their own mean levels of aggression. To address this issue, the 
following level-2 equation was used to predict the mean levels of CTS estimated in 
Equation 1a:  
π1ij = β10 + β11 (Husbands’ Neuroticism) + r1ji, 
π2ij = β20 + β21 (Wives’ Neuroticism) + r2ji 
          [Equation 2] 
Accordingly, β10 is the mean log CTS score as averaged across all husbands in the 
sample, β11 captures the association between husbands’ mean log CTS scores and their 
neuroticism, r1ji is the residual between-subjects variability in husbands’ mean log CTS 
scores that remains to be explained after accounting for neuroticism, β20 is the mean log 
CTS score as averaged across all wives in the sample, β21 captures the association 
between wives’ mean log CTS scores and their neuroticism, and r2ji is the residual 
between-subjects variability in wives’ mean log CTS scores that remains to be explained 
after accounting for neuroticism.  
 Results of these analyses are reported in the first row of Table 5. As can be seen 
there, baseline neuroticism scores were positively associated with the mean levels of 
aggression perpetrated over the course of these marriages. Specifically, consistent with 
predictions, both husbands and wives who reported higher levels of neuroticism at 
baseline engaged in higher levels of IPV over the fist four years of marriage than 
husbands and wives who reported lower levels of neuroticism.  
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Do problem-solving skills and stress predict mean aggression?  
The second and third aims of the current study were to examine whether the 
effects of neuroticism on IPV were moderated by problem-solving skills and stress. 
Before addressing those issues, however, we first tested for main-effects of negative 
behavior, positive behavior, and stress on IPV, essentially attempting to replicate 
previous research. Accordingly, we entered each variable separately into Equation 2 to 
account for between-subjects differences in mean aggression. The results of these 
analyses are reported in the bottom 3 rows of Table 5. As can be seen there, consistent 
with previous research, all three factors significantly predicted IPV perpetration by both 
husbands and wives. Specifically, exhibiting more negative behaviors during problem-
solving discussions at the outset of the marriage predicted higher levels of IPV 
perpetration by both husbands and wives, exhibiting more positive behaviors during 
problem solving discussions at the outset of the marriage predicted lower levels of IPV 
perpetration by both husbands and wives, and experiencing more stress at the outset of 
the marriage predicted higher levels of IPV perpetration by both husbands and wives. In 
other words, these analyses replicated previous work showing that these specific aspects 
of the relationship predict IPV.  
Do problem-solving skills and stress moderate the effects of neuroticism on IPV?  
To test the prediction that these relationship qualities moderate the effects of 
neuroticism on IPV, neuroticism scores were centered and entered into Equation 2, along 
with one centered contextual variable at a time, and the appropriate interaction term, to 
account for between-subjects variance in IPV. The results of these analyses are reported 
in the top portion of Table 6. As can been seen there, consistent with predictions, a 
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pattern of significant interactions emerged in five out of the six tests. The only interaction 
that did not reach significance was the interaction between wives’ neuroticism and 
observations of their positive behavior. Nevertheless, a model constraining husbands’ and 
wives’ effects to be equal did not provide a poorer fit to the data, χ2(1) = 2.35, p > .1, 
suggesting the interaction between husbands’ neuroticism and positive behavior did not 
predict husbands’ IPV more strongly than the corresponding interaction for wives 
predicted wives’ IPV.  
All interactions were deconstructed by plotting the predicted means of spouses 
who were one standard deviation above and below the mean on the variables involved in 
the interaction (Aiken & West, 1991). Results of these deconstructions appear in Figure 
1. As can be seen in Panels A and B, consistent with predictions, the effects of both 
husbands’ and wives’ neuroticism on the IPV perpetrated over the first four years of 
marriage were most pronounced among those who engaged in more negative problem-
solving behaviors, and the effects of husbands’ neuroticism on IPV were more 
pronounced among those who engaged in fewer positive behaviors. Moreover, although 
subsequent simple effects tests revealed that neuroticism was predictive of higher levels 
of IPV among husbands and wives demonstrating high levels of negative behavior (for 
husbands, t(157) = 3.1, p < .01; for wives, t(157) = 2.6, p < .05) and among husbands 
demonstrating low levels of positive behavior (t(157) = 2.6, p < .05), neuroticism was 
unrelated to IPV among husbands and wives who demonstrated fewer negative problem-
solving behaviors (for husbands, t(157) = -1.6, p > .1; for wives, t(157) = 0.3, p > .5) or 
among husbands demonstrating more positive problem-solving behaviors (t(157) = 0.2, p 
> .5). In contrast, but consistent with non-significant interaction between wives’ 
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neuroticism and their positive behavior, neuroticism was predictive of IPV among wives 
demonstrating either low levels of positive behavior (t(157) = 2.7, p < .01) or high levels 
of positive behavior (t(157)= 2.4, p < .05). Likewise, as can be seen in Panel C, the plots 
that emerged from deconstructing the interactions involving neuroticism and stress were 
also consistent with predictions. Specifically, the effects of husbands’ and wives’ 
neuroticism on the IPV perpetrated over the first four years of marriage were most 
pronounced among those experiencing higher amounts of stress at the outset of the 
marriage. Again, although subsequent tests of the simple effects revealed that neuroticism 
was predictive of higher levels of IPV among husbands and wives experiencing high 
levels of chronic stress (for husbands, t(165) = 2.5, p < .05; for wives, t(165) = 2.7, p < 
.01), neuroticism was unrelated to IPV among husbands and wives experiencing lower 
levels of stress (for husbands, t(165) = -1.1, p > .2; for wives, t(165) = 0.3, p > .5).  
Do problem-solving skills, stress, and neuroticism interact to predict IPV?  
The final aim of the current study was to examine whether both contextual 
variables, i.e., problem-solving skills and stress, interact with each other to moderate the 
effects of neuroticism on IPV. To address this issue, analyses were conducted to 
determine whether the three-way interactions among these variables provided the best 
description of IPV perpetration across the four years of these marriages. Specifically, two 
three way interactions were examined: the Neuroticism x Stress x Negative Behavior 
interaction and the Neuroticism x Stress x Positive Behavior interaction. For each 
interaction, neuroticism, stress, and each type of behavior were centered and entered 
together into the level 2 model described by Equation 2, along with the appropriate two-
way and three-way interaction terms.  
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Results are presented in the bottom portion of Table 6. As can be seen there, both 
three-way interactions emerged as significant for husbands, though they did not reach 
significance for wives. Tests of these gender difference revealed that the three-way 
interaction involving husbands’ negative behavior was not more strongly predictive of 
husbands’ IPV than was the corresponding three-way interaction for wives, χ2(1) = 2.60, 
p > .2, but that the three-way interaction involving husbands’ positive behavior was more 
strongly predictive of husbands’ IPV than was the corresponding three-way interaction 
for wives, χ2(1) = 3.84, p < .05.  
The two significant interactions that emerged for husbands were deconstructed by 
plotting the predicted means as previously described. Those plots appear in Figure 2. As 
can be seen there, consistent with predictions, neuroticism was most strongly associated 
with IPV when stress was high and problem-solving skills were low (either measured 
through more negative behaviors or less positive behaviors). Further, follow-up tests of 
the simple effects demonstrated that neuroticism was strongly associated with IPV among 
husbands experiencing high levels of stress and demonstrating either high levels of 
negative behavior (t(153) = 4.0, p < .001) or low levels of positive behavior (t(153) = 3.4, 
p < .01),  but that neuroticism was unassociated with IPV in all other contexts, with the 
exception that higher levels of neuroticism actually predicted lower levels of IPV among 
husbands experiencing high stress but demonstrating low levels of negative problem-
solving behaviors (t(153) = -2.2, p < .05)    
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How much variance in IPV was accounted for by neuroticism, negative behavior, positive 
behavior, and stress?  
One final analysis was conducted to determine how much variance in IPV was 
accounted for by the significant associations unveiled in our analyses. To do this, we 
compared the between subjects variance in IPV estimated by a null level 2 model (r1ji and 
r2ji from Equation 2) to the variance remaining after entering in all significant predictors 
to account for variance in husbands’ and wives’ mean levels of aggression. These 
analyses revealed that husbands’ factors accounted for 72% of the variance in their IPV 
perpetration and wives’ factors accounted for 22% of the variance in their IPV 
perpetration over the first four years of these marriages.  
Neuroticism, Marital Violence, and/    28
DISCUSSION 
Study Rationale and Summary of Results 
Whereas great strides have been made towards developing a better understanding 
the dispositional predictors of marital violence in clinical populations, there remains a 
gap in understanding how such factors are associated with IPV in the general population. 
Over the four years of the current study, spouses in 45% of these 169 community 
marriages reported perpetrating at least one act of aggression against their partners. 
Consistent with predictions, own neuroticism accounted for significant variance in those 
reports among both husbands and wives. But also consistent with predictions, the effects 
of neuroticism were moderated by contextual variables. Specifically, the effects of 
neuroticism on IPV were moderated by both observed problem-solving behaviors and 
objectively rated stress, such that neuroticism was predictive of IPV among husbands and 
wives who either demonstrated high levels of negative behavior or experienced high 
levels of stress, but was unrelated to IPV among husbands and wives who either 
demonstrated low levels of negative behavior or experienced low levels of stress. 
Likewise, neuroticism only predicted IPV among husbands who demonstrated less 
positive problem-solving behaviors, though wives’ neuroticism predicted higher levels of 
IPV regardless of their positive behaviors. Finally, the three way interactions among 
neuroticism, stress, and both types of behavior provided the best account of husbands’ 
IPV, such that husbands higher in neuroticism were only more likely to engage in IPV 
when they experienced high levels of stress and lacked problem-solving skills. Together, 
neuroticism, positive behavior, negative behavior, and stress accounted for 72% of the 
variance in husbands’ aggression and 22% of the variance in wives’ aggression over the 
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first four years of marriage. 
Somewhat surprisingly, the association between marital satisfaction and IPV did 
not reach significance here. Although other studies (e.g., Capaldi & Crosby, 1997; 
Fincham et al., 1997; Gray & Foshee 1997) have similarly failed to demonstrate 
significant associations between violence and relationships satisfaction, the findings 
reported here are different in an important way. Prior studies have relied on between-
subjects analyses that examine whether individuals who report lower levels of 
satisfaction are more likely to report aggression than individuals who report higher levels 
of satisfaction. Accordingly, the lack of between subjects associations between 
aggression and satisfaction observed in those studies suggests that happy couples are no 
less likely than less happy couples to report perpetrating violence. In contrast, the within-
subjects analyses described here estimated the extent to husbands and wives tended to be 
more likely to report higher levels of aggression at points during the relationship that they 
reported lower levels of satisfaction. Accordingly, the current results suggest that, even 
within a given couple, spouses appear no less likely to perpetrate aggression during times 
of the relationship that they are more satisfying compared to times that they are less 
satisfied. Consistent with this idea, Lawrence and Bradbury (2007) recently reported no 
significant effects of changes in satisfaction on changes in aggression, although those 
authors did report that changes in husbands’ aggression predicted declines in husbands’ 
satisfaction. 
Gender Similarities and Differences 
The most noticeable gender difference in these results is that husbands’ variables 
accounted for more than three times as much variance in their IPV perpetration as wives’ 
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variables accounted for in their perpetration. One interpretation of this result is that 
neuroticism, stress, and problem-solving skills are less predictive of women’s aggression 
than they are predictive of men’s aggression. However, subsequent analyses did not 
provide strong support for this conclusion. Specifically, effects emerged as significant for 
husbands but not wives in only three out of the nine cases. Further, of those three cases, 
in only one case was the gender difference statistically significance: the three-way 
interaction between neuroticism, stress, and positive behavior. Thus, although the current 
variables accounted for more variance in husbands’ IPV than in wives’ IPV, they 
appeared to be equally strong in terms of the extent that they predicted husbands’ and 
wives’ IPV. Accordingly, an alternative explanation for the greater variance in husbands’ 
IPV accounted for by these variables is more plausible: compared to men, it may be that 
women engage in IPV for a greater variety of reasons not captured in the current study. 
Though research on the motivations of females for engaging in IPV is particularly sparse, 
several studies (e.g., Hines & Malley-Morrison 2001; Stuart et al., 2006) have suggested 
that women may engage in IPV in an attempt to gain power in their relationships. Given 
that women are more likely than men to report lacking power in their intimate 
relationships (Johnson, 1978) the motive to gain power may explain why more women 
than men engaged in IPV in this sample, and why the variables examined here did not 
account for as much variance in women’s perpetration. Future research may benefit by 
directly examining whether women are more likely than men to engage in IPV in an 
effort to gain power in the relationship.  
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Implications 
The current findings have implications for research on relationship violence 
specifically, and for research on close relationships more generally. With respect to 
research on relationship violence, the finding that neuroticism is associated with violence 
can inform predictions regarding the specific proximal factors that might account for such 
an association. For instance, given that a key component of neuroticism is a failure in 
self-regulation (e.g., Morossanova, 2003), perhaps those high in neuroticism are less able 
to maintain control of their emotions in times of conflict. Indeed, recent theory (Finkel, 
2007) and empirical research (Hellmuth, McNulty, & Gordon, 2007) suggests that the 
inability to regulate negative emotions may predict IPV perpetration. Future research may 
benefit by examining the role of this and other qualities that differentiate individuals who 
are high versus low in neuroticism in predicting IPV.  
At the same time, however, the current findings suggest that the effects of such 
dispositional qualities on IPV perpetration are not uniform, but instead vary according to 
the context of the relationship. That is, the main effects of neuroticism observed here 
were qualified by several conceptually distinct qualities of individuals’ relationships. 
Specifically, individuals high in neuroticism were only more likely to engage in IPV 
when they experienced high levels of stress and/or low problem-solving skills. In line 
with contextual models of personality (e.g., Mischel & Shoda, 1995) and relationships 
(e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1988; Grekin, Sher, & Larkins, 2004; Karney & Bradbury, 
1995; Leonard, 1993), the more nuanced effects of neuroticism observed here are not 
likely to be unique to neuroticism, or even to personality. Rather, consistent with 
Leonard’s (1993) model of IPV perpetration, it is likely that a variety of individual and 
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situation factors interact to predict IPV. For instance, Frye and Karney (2006) recently 
demonstrated that the effects of partners’ experiences with acute stressors on IPV do not 
invariably predict perpetration but are instead moderated by the extent of their 
experiences with chronic stress. Consistent with Hill’s (1949) classic writings, chronic 
stress is likely to deplete the resources available to partners, limiting the resources 
available to them when experiencing acute stressors. Future research may similarly 
benefit by examining the extent to which distal and proximal factors interact to predict 
IPV. 
The current findings also join others in demonstrating the importance of 
examining the extent to which the marital context moderates the effects of other 
interpersonal processes. For instance, recent evidence suggests that even the robust 
positive effects of marital attributions depend on the context of the relationship 
(McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, in press). Specifically, whereas more benevolent marital 
attributions appear to predict more stable marital satisfaction among spouses who possess 
effective problem-solving skills, these same attributions predict steeper declines in 
satisfaction among spouses who lack such skills. Given that similar effects have been 
described in research on the effects of positive expectancies for the relationship (McNulty 
& Karney, 2004) and in research on marital forgiveness (McNulty, in press), future 
research may benefit by continuing to define the contextual limits of what is beneficial 
versus harmful for relationships.  
In addition to these theoretical implications, the current findings have several 
practical implications. First, they suggest mechanisms through which IPV may be 
reduced by direct interventions. Specifically, though various distal experiences and traits, 
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e.g., aggressive parents or friends (e.g., Arriaga & Foshee, 2004), clinical personality 
disorders (e.g., Hart et al., 1993), and neuroticism put people at risk for IPV, the current 
findings demonstrate that the effects of such distal factors may not be immutable. Rather, 
the current study suggests that teaching at risk couples the skills necessary to resolve their 
problems without violence may be effective in preventing aggression. Though numerous 
studies have suggested the importance of problem-solving skills in reducing aggression 
(Holtzworth-Munroe, Smutzler, & Stuart, 1998; Berns, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1999; 
Jacobson, Gottman, Waltz, Rushe, Babcock, & Holtzworth-Munroe, 1994; Burman, 
John, & Margolin, 1992; Cordova, Jacobson, Gottman, Rushe, & Cox, 1993; Holtzworth-
Munroe, Stuart, Sandin, Smutzler, & McLaughlin, 1997; Jacobson et al., 1994; Margolin, 
John, & Gleberman, 1988; Smith, Vivian, & O'Leary, 1991), to our knowledge, the 
current study is the first to provide evidence that such skills actually interact with factors 
associated with perpetrator risk to predict reduced IPV. Of course, the correlational 
nature of the current data makes it premature to draw strong conclusions. Future 
experimental research, perhaps teaching skills to young people with characteristics that 
put them at risk for perpetration, would go further in supporting the ability of skills to 
buffer at-risk intimates against IPV perpetration.  
Finally, the current findings suggest ways in which IPV could be reduced through 
broader policy interventions. The three-way interactions that emerged among husbands in 
this study revealed that husbands who experienced low levels of stress were unlikely to 
perpetrate aggression regardless of their levels of problem-solving skills or their levels of 
neuroticism. Accordingly, restructuring policies in ways that lower stress among 
newlyweds may be a valuable avenue through which to reduce IPV. Specifically, several 
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sources of the chronic stress measured in the current study, such as finances, living 
conditions, and health, could be lowered through policies that offer tax breaks, housing 
assistance programs, and/or low-cost health care during the first few years of marriage. 
Again, however, given the correlational nature of these data, future research 
demonstrating a more causal role of stress in reducing IPV is necessary before strong 
conclusions can be drawn.   
Strengths and Limitations  
 Our confidence in the results reported here is enhanced by a number of strengths 
of the study’s methodology. First, in contrast to previous studies that examined clinical 
disorders and populations, the current study used neuroticism, one of the fundamental 
factors of the Big Five, to predict the IPV of perpetrators drawn from the broader 
community, providing necessary insights into the violence experienced among common 
couples. Second, in contrast to the common use of cross-sectional designs, the current 
study prospectively predicted a large portion of the variance that occurred across the first 
four years of marriage. Further, the study employed a multi-wave design which assessed 
aggression every six months for a total of eight assessments, which is likely to have 
obtained more valid estimates of IPV than cross-sectional or pre-post designs. Second, 
the effects here were replicated across conceptually distinct contextual variables, 
suggesting that they are not unique to one aspect of the context versus another. Third, the 
results reported here were based on techniques that were likely to have reduced the 
biasing effects of the non-normal distribution typical to CTS scores (i.e., log 
transformations of CTS scores and robust standard errors; Chou, et al., 1991), limiting the 
possibility that results reported here reflect violations of statistical assumptions. Fourth, 
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the study employed a variety of measurement strategies (observations, interviews, and 
self-reports), reducing the likelihood that mono-method biases and sentiment override 
(Weiss, 1980) can account for the results reported here. Finally, the sample examined 
here demonstrated levels of aggression comparable to other samples of newlyweds (e.g., 
Frye & Karney, 2006; Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001, 2007; O’Leary et al., 1989), 
providing some confidence that these results may generalize to similar populations. 
Despite these strengths, several factors nevertheless limit interpretations of the 
current findings. First, though the use of community sample strengthened the current 
study in some ways, the homogeneity of the sample also limits the study’s 
generalizability. For instance, the first few years of their marriage appear to be a period 
during which partners are at particular risk for IPV. Thus, personality in the context of 
more established marriages may demonstrate weaker associations. Likewise, as others 
have pointed out (e.g., M. P. Johnson, 1995), the violence experienced in common 
married couples may be very different from the violence experienced in relationships less 
commonly found in research settings. Accordingly, other factors, such as antisocial 
tendencies or desires for control over the partner, may be better predictors of the IPV 
perpetrated in such samples, and future research is necessary in order to know what 
factors, if any, moderate those associations. Second, the couples examined in this study 
were primarily White. Although the basic processes through which problem-solving 
skills and stress interact with personality to predict aggression should not differ across 
different races and ethnicities, variability in these factors (e.g., stress and skills) may 
indeed differ across such populations, leading to stronger or weaker associations in other 
populations. Finally, as mentioned previously, although the longitudinal design of the 
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study helped rule out reverse causal interpretations, unmeasured third variables may 
nevertheless undermine the internal validity of the results obtained here. Treatment-
outcome research examining the ability of new skills and reduced stress to mitigate the 
effects of personality on IPV would be most conclusive.   
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables 
 
  Husbands   Wives  
 
 M SD M SD 
 
Neuroticism 22.9a 7.2 29.9b 7.4 
 
Negative Behavior 2.3% 3.8% 2.3% 3.9% 
 
Positive Behavior 10.8% 7.2% 11.3% 6.2% 
 
Observed Stress 3.7 0.6 3.7 0.6 
Note. Different subscripts in the same row denote significantly different means 
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Table 2. Correlations among Independent Variables  
 
  Negative Positive Observed  
 Neuroticism Behavior Behavior Stress  
Neuroticism .05 .16* -.10 .32** 
 
Negative Behavior .14 .40** -.27** .26** 
 
Positive Behavior -.12 -.27** .52** -.04 
 
Observed Stress .47** .23** -.10 .58** 
Note. Husbands’ correlations appear below the diagonal, wives’ correlations 
appear above the diagonal, and correlations between husbands and wives appear 
on the diagonal in bold.  
* p < .05, ** p < .0
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Table 3. Frequency of Aggression and Mean Marital Satisfaction at Each Wave of Data Collection  
     Time 1       Time 2       Time 3       Time 4       Time 5       Time 6       Time 7       Time 8 
 
 Marital Aggression 
 
Husbands 
% 6.5 5.3 4.2 6.5 4.2 2.9 3.5           1.8  
N167 152 146 135 126 103 92 125 
 
Wives 
% 24.3 19.5 17.2 10.1 10.6 9.4 7.1 3.6 
N 168 154 147 136 130 104 94 124 
 
χ2 14.61*** 17.53*** 6.13* 20.48*** 21.10*** 7.80** 7.72** 0.16 
 
 Marital Satisfaction 
Husbands 
M 41.7 40.4 40.2 40.9 40.3 39.7 38.7 39.2             
SD 4.6 5.7 6.2 4.9 6.6 7.1 7.4 6.5               
N 169 163 161 150 140 113 127 125 
 
Wives 
      M 42.2 40.8 41.1 41.8 40.5 40.5 39.7 40.3         
SD 4.4 5.9 5.8 4.6 5.9 6.5 6.5 6.3         
   N 169 162 161 151 142 116 128 125 
 
t 1.36 0.90 1.89† 2.15* 0.52 1.42 1.91† 2.34* 
Note. χ2 statistics are 1 df tests for gender differences in reports of aggression. t 
statistics test for gender differences in satisfaction. 
† p < .10 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 4. Incidence of Marital Aggression over Four Years 
   Gender 
Act    Husbands  Wives  Difference 
  
 % % χ2 
 
Physical aggression 19.5 41.4 27.58*** 
 
Threw something at spouse 9.5 24.3 9.84*** 
Pushed, grabbed, or shoved spouse 18.9 28.4 26.90*** 
Slapped spouse 4.7 17.2 12.14*** 
Kicked, bit or hit spouse with fist 4.7 16.6 6.79** 
Hot or tried to hit spouse with something 5.3 13.6 7.69** 
Beat up the spouse 1.8 3.6 7.91** 
Threatened spouse with a knife or gun 1.2 3.0 0.06 
Used a knife for gun on spouse 1.8 1.8 0.06 
Note. χ2 statistics test for gender differences in reports of aggression.  
** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 5. Main Effects on Mean Aggression over Four Years 
 
  Husbands   Wives  
 
Variable  B SE r  B SE r 
 
Neuroticism  1.11-3 0.52-3 .16*  2.23-3 0.80-3 .21**  
 
Observed Negative Behavior  0.23 0.13 .14*  0.43 0.19 .18* 
 
Observed Positive Behavior  -0.06 0.03 .16*  -0.10 0.06 .13* 
 
Observed Stress  1.00-2 0.51-2 .15*  2.81-2 0.95-2 .22** 
Note. Unstandardized betas and effect size r is presented. Df = 167 for tests involving Neuroticism or Stress; df = 159 for tests 
involving Behavior.  
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Table 6. Interactive Effects of Neuroticism and Context on Mean Aggression over Four Years 
 
 
  Husbands   Wives  
 
  B SE r  B SE r 
 
     Two-Way Interactions 
Neuroticism X 
 
Observed Negative Behavior  5.06-2 1.81-2 .22**  5.27-2 2.80-2 .15* 
 
Observed Positive Behavior  -1.39-2 0.60-2 .18*  -0.09-2 0.77-2 .01 
 
Observed Stress  2.29-3 0.98-3 .18*  2.53-3 1.17-3 .17* 
 
    Three-Way Interactions 
Neuroticism X Observed Stress X     
 
Observed Negative Behavior  5.97-2 2.58-2 .16*  0.04-2 3.65-2 .00 
 
Observed Positive Behavior  -1.75-2 0.72-2 .19*  0.55-2 1.17-2 .04 
Note. Unstandardized betas and effect size r is presented. Df = 165 for tests of 2-way interactions involving Stress; df = 157 for 
tests of 2-way interaction involving Behavior; df = 153 for all 3-way interactions. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, one tailed. 
 
 
































Figure 1. Interactive Effects of Neuroticism and Context on Mean Aggression over Four Years 
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Figure 1 cont’d 
              
Panel B 
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Panel A Negative Behavior 
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Figure 2. Three-way Interactions among Husbands’ Neuroticism, Stress, and 
Problem-Solving Behavior
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Figure 2, cont. 
   _________ 
Panel B Positive Behavior 
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